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1.  Introduction 
     This paper is concerned with the method of responding to negative questions 
in English.  The canonical responses to an English negative interrogative question 
are illustrated in (1). 
 
 (1) Q:  Aren’t you tired? 
  S1:  Yes, I am. 
  S2:  No, I’m not. 
 
As is well known, English has a polarity-based answering system, in which a 
negative interrogative question is answered yes to confirm the affirmation and no to 
confirm the negation in the question (Kuno (1973), Jones (1999), Holmberg (2013), 
among others; cf. Pope (1976)).  This suggests that in the polarity-based answering 
system, a negative question is not answered yes to confirm the negation, as happens 
in languages having a truth-based answering system, in which a negative question is 
answered yes to confirm the negation.1 
 
 (2) Q:  Kimi tukarete nai no? 
    you tired NEG PRT 
    ‘Aren’t you tired?’ 
  S1:  Unn, tukarete nai yo. 
    yes tired NEG SFP 
    ‘(Lit.) Yes, I’m not tired.’ 
  S2:  Iya, tukareta yo. 
    no tired SFP 
    ‘(Lit.) No, I’m tired.’ 
 
As shown in (2), in Japanese a response to negative questions depends on whether 
the questionee agrees or disagrees with the questioner’s belief.  In English, the 
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truth-based responses to the negative question in (1) Yes, I’m not tired. and No, I’m 
tired. are judged to be infelicitous. 
     However, we can find that ‘yes + negative sentence’ is used as a response to 
other types of negative questions, as illustrated in (3) (Huddleston and Pullum 
(2002), Krifka (2013), among others). 
 
 (3) Q:  You did not steal the cookie? 
  S:  Yes, I didn’t. 
     (Krifka (2013:2)) 
 
The negative question in (3), known as a negative declarative question, can be 
answered yes to confirm the negation, although negative interrogative questions like 
(1) cannot, as we have seen just above.  Moreover, some researchers have recently 
pointed out that even in English for some speakers ‘no + positive sentence’ is indeed 
used as a response to some kinds of negative questions (Kramer and Rawlins (2010, 
2011), Farkas and Roelofsen (2012), Krifka (2013), Kameyama (2013), Holmberg 
(2016)).  Observe the following example: 
 
 (4) a.  “Are we going to Papa’s again this weekend?” asked Mina, dissecting 
a broccoli floret into microscopic pieces.   
    “Yes, that’s the plan.  Why?  Don’t you want to go?”   
    “No, I do.”  A tiny green fragment had clearly found favor, and was 
being transported into her mouth on the fork. 
     (Ursula Archer, Five, emphasis mine) 
  b.  Esref was talking to the child, crouching before him.  When he heard 
the footsteps, he rose to his feet. 
    “A nice day, isn’t it?  What are those on your shoulder?”   
    “A shovel and a hoe.” 
    “You kick off the work early.” 
    “It is hard to work when the heat of the day settles in.  You haven’t 
eaten yet, have you?” 
    “No.” 
    “There is fried egg on the kitchen table.” 
    “Fried egg?” 
    “Don’t you like it?” 
    “No, I do love it.” 
     (Lhosten Beroq Ravaha, Children of Destiny, emphasis mine) 
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As shown in (4), the two underlined negative interrogative questions are answered 
with ‘no + positive sentence.’  Although these examples are not so many, attested 
data such as (4) can certainly be found in novels and even in conversations on 
Twitter.  The questions to be asked, then, are the following: 
 
 (5) a.  When are the two non-canonical response forms ‘yes + negative 
sentence’ and ‘no + positive sentence’ available? 
  b.  How can we theoretically account for the contextual restriction of the 
two non-canonical response forms? 
 
The purpose of this paper is to address the questions in (5).  Specifically, based on 
the framework proposed by Holmberg (2013), I argue that ‘no + positive sentence’ 
can be used as a response to the negative questions with what Holmberg (2013) calls 
the middle negation, which can be responsible for a negative epistemic bias.  In 
addition, I propose that no in ‘no + positive sentence’ can be used as having the 
effect of reversing the value of Polarity from negative to affirmative. 
     The paper is organized as follows.  Section 2 investigates when the two 
response forms ‘yes + negative sentence’ and ‘no + positive sentence’ are accepted 
in English.  In addition, we see the idiosyncrasy of ‘yes + negative sentence’ and 
the productivity of ‘no + positive sentence.’  Section 3 introduces Holmberg’s 
(2013) proposal of three different positions of negation not, which enables us to 
theoretically account for why the generalization in section 2 should be so.  On the 
basis of Holmberg’s (2013) framework, section 4 proposes that (i) the contextual 
restriction of ‘no + positive sentence’ can be reduced to the presence of the middle 
negation in the negative question, and (ii) no in ‘no + positive sentence’ functions to 
reverse the value of Polarity from negative to affirmative.  Section 5 provides 
supporting evidence for the proposal given in the previous section.  Section 6 
discusses two consequences resulting from the proposal.  Section 7 offers 
concluding remarks. 
 
2.  Linguistic Facts 
     This section investigates the acceptability of the two marked response forms 
‘yes + negative sentence’ and ‘no + positive sentence’ to three types of negative 
questions; (i) negative interrogative questions, (ii) non-preposed negative questions, 
and (iii) negative declarative questions. 
 
2.1.  Negative Interrogative Questions 
     It has been pointed out that a negative interrogative question can be 
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ambiguous between two readings (Lyons (1977), Ladd (1981), Leech (1983), 
Huddleston and Pullum (2002), Romero and Han (2004), Reese (2007), among 
others).  For illustration, consider the following example: 
 
 (6) Isn’t Jane coming? (Romero and Han (2004:610)) 
  a.  It appears that Jane isn’t coming ― is that so? 
  b.  It is now evident Jane is coming ― admit it. 
 
The question in (6) can be paraphrased either as (6a) or as (6b) (cf. Huddleston and 
Pullum (2002:883)).  The speaker of (6a) wants to confirm the negative proposition 
¬p meaning that Jane is not coming, while the speaker of (6b) is trying to confirm 
the positive proposition p meaning that Jane is coming.  Following Ladd (1989), 
we will call the former ¬p reading, and the latter p reading.  In other words, 
negative interrogative questions on the ¬p reading convey the epistemic implicature 
that the speaker believed or expected that the negative answer is true, whereas those 
on the p reading convey that the speaker believed or expected that the positive 
answer is true.  The two readings are suggested by its compatibility of the two 
kinds of polarity items.  According to Romero and Han (2004), a negative 
interrogative question on the ¬p reading is compatible with a negative polarity item 
like either, whereas that on the p reading is compatible with a positive polarity item 
like too. 
     Given the two readings of a negative interrogative question, we investigate the 
acceptability of the two non-canonical response forms to negative interrogative 
questions on each reading.  We begin with the negative interrogative question on 
the ¬p reading.  Consider the following example:2 
 
 (7) [Scenario:  Pat and Jane are two phonologists who are supposed to be 
speaking in our workshop on optimality and acquisition.] 
  S:  Pat is not coming.  So we don’t have any phonologists in the 
program. 
  Q:  Isn’t Jane coming either? 
  S1: * Yes, she isn’t. 
  S2:  No, she is. 
 
The underlined question in (7) is uttered to confirm that Jane is not coming either.  
According to my informants, this question cannot be answered with ‘yes + negative 
                                                  
2 The example in (7) is modeled on Romero and Han (2004:610-611).  
100
sentence,’ whereas it can be answered with ‘no + positive sentence.’  It should be 
noticed here that the negative interrogative questions in (4), repeated as (8), are also 
interpreted as confirming the negative proposition, and they are answered with ‘no + 
positive sentence.’ 
 
 (8) a.  “Are we going to Papa’s again this weekend?” asked Mina, dissecting 
a broccoli floret into microscopic pieces. 
    “Yes, that’s the plan.  Why?  Don’t you want to go?”   
    “No, I do.” 
     (= (4a)) 
  b.  “There is fried egg on the kitchen table.” 
    “Fried egg?” 
    “Don’t you like it?” 
    “No, I do love it.” 
     (= (4b)) 
 
From these examples, we can safely say that the negative interrogative question on 
the ¬p reading can be answered with ‘no + positive sentence,’ not with ‘yes + 
negative sentence.’ 
     Next, we turn to negative interrogative questions on the p reading.  All of my 
informants judge both of the non-canonical responses as unacceptable.  This is 
exemplified in (9).3 
 
 (9) S:  OK, now that Stephan has come, we are all here.  Let’s go! 
  Q:  Isn’t Jane coming too? 
  S1: * Yes, she isn’t. 
  S2: * No, she is. 
 
These observations reveal that only negative interrogative questions on the ¬p 
reading can be answered with ‘no + positive sentence,’ and that the negative 
interrogative questions cannot be answered with ‘yes + negative sentence’, 
regardless of their readings. 
 
2.2.  Non-Preposed Negative Questions 
     Let us now move on to non-preposed negative questions.  As Romero and 
Han (2004) point out, the non-preposed negative question is differentiated from the 
                                                  
3 The example in (9) is modeled on Romero and Han (2004:610). 
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negative interrogative question in the necessity of an epistemic implicature.  
Observe the following example: 
 
 (10) [Scenario:  The speaker is organizing a party and she is in charge of 
supplying all the non-alcoholic beverages for teetotalers.  The speaker is 
going through a list of people that are invited.  She has no previous belief 
or expectation about their drinking habits.] 
  S:  Jane and Mary do not drink. 
  Q1:  OK.  What about John?  Does he not drink? 
  Q2: # OK.  What about John?  Doesn’t he drink? 
     (Romero and Han (2004:610)) 
 
As the context indicates, the questioners in (10) are supposed to have no previous 
expectation about drinking habits of the invited guests.  According to Romero and 
Han, in this case the non-preposed negative question is acceptable, while the 
negative interrogative question is not.  Given this contrast, they suggest that 
negative interrogative questions necessarily carry the epistemic implicature that the 
speaker believed or expected that the negative answer is true, whereas non-preposed 
negative questions do not necessarily carry such an epistemic implicature. 
     Based on Romero and Han’s (2004) suggestion, non-preposed negative 
questions can be divided into two types: carrying the epistemic implicature or not.  
Thus, we need to investigate the acceptability of the two non-canonical response 
forms to each type of non-preposed negative question.  To begin with, a 
non-preposed negative question carrying no epistemic implicature cannot be 
answered with both of the non-canonical response forms, as shown in (11), where 
the context is the same as (10). 
 
 (11) Q:  OK.  What about John?  Does he not drink? 
  S1: * Yes, he doesn’t. 
  S2: * No, he does. 
 
By contrast, a non-preposed negative question carrying a negative epistemic 
implicature can be answered with the response form ‘no + positive sentence,’ but not 
to ‘yes + negative sentence,’ as shown in (12). 
 
 (12) S:  You’re preparing coffee for him. 
  Q:  Yes.  Why?  Does he not drink coffee? 
  S1: * Yes, he doesn’t. 
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  S2:  No, he does. 
 
To summarize, ‘yes + negative sentence’ cannot be used as a response to the 
non-preposed negative questions, whereas ‘no + positive sentence’ can be used as a 
response to those with a negative epistemic bias. 
 
2.3.  Negative Declarative Questions 
     Last, but not least, we examine the acceptability of the two non-canonical 
response forms to negative declarative questions.  As Gunlogson (2002, 2008) 
argues, the speaker uses a negative declarative question to signal contingent 
commitment to ¬p, which becomes actual commitment if and only if the addressee 
acts as a possible source for ¬p immediately afterwards. 
     In contrast to the other types of negative questions, we can easily find the 
attested data in which negative declarative questions are answered with ‘no + 
positive sentence.’  Observe the following example: 
 
 (13) [Cara and Jake are dating.  She wants to marry him in the near future.] 
  Cara: You don’t want a family? 
  Jake: No, I do.  I do. 
  Cara: When we’re ready? 
  Jake: Yeah, when we’re ready.  When we’re ready. 
     (COCA) 
 
In (13), Cara infers from Jake’s acts that he does not want to marry her, and tries to 
confirm the negative proposition.  Then, he answers her question with the response 
form ‘no + positive sentence’ to convey his wish to marry her.  According to my 
informants, although the canonical response form Yes, I do. is fully acceptable in the 
context, ‘no + positive sentence’ is more suitable for the negation of her inference.  
In addition, if Jake did not want to marry her, he could answer her question with the 
answer ‘yes + negative sentence,’ as shown in (14), where the context is the same as 
(13). 
 
 (14) Cara: You don’t want a family? 
  Jake: Yes, I don’t. 
 
It is interesting that in contrast to the other types of negative questions, the negative 
declarative question can be answered with both of the non-canonical response forms.  
There are cases, however, where ‘no + positive sentence’ is judged to be 
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unacceptable.  This is illustrated in (15). 
 
 (15) Q:  Cats are typically not dependent on humans? 
  S1:  Yes, they are (typically) not. 
  S2: * No, they are. 
 
According to my informants, the declarative question in (15) evokes a positive 
epistemic implicature that the speaker believes that cats are typical animals not 
depending on humans.  Additionally, among my informants, one stated that S2 
needs to say No, they aren’t. to confirm the negation in the question.  To sum up, 
‘yes + negative sentence’ can be used as a response to the negative declarative 
questions, while the use of ‘no + positive sentence’ is restricted to some extent. 
 
2.4.  Interim Summary 
     Thus far, I have investigated the acceptability of the non-canonical response 
forms to the three types of negative questions (NQs): negative interrogative 
questions (NIQs), non-preposed negative questions (NPNQs), and negative 
declarative questions (NDQs).  Below is the table showing the acceptability of the 
two non-canonical response forms ‘yes + negative sentence’ and ‘no + positive 
sentence’ to the three types of negative questions. 
 
Table 1: The acceptability of the two non-canonical response forms to the three 
types of negative questions 
 
     On the basis of our investigations, the answer to the question raised in (5a) 
can be given as follows: 
 
 (16) When are the two non-canonical response forms ‘yes + negative sentence’ 
and ‘no + positive sentence’ available? 
Types of 
NQs 
Answer 
Forms 
NIQs NPNQs NDQs 
p ¬p 
no 
implicature 
¬p p  ¬p 
yes + 
negative 
* * * * ✓ ✓ 
no + 
positive 
* ✓ * ✓ * ✓ 
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unacceptable.  This is illustrated in (15). 
 
 (15) Q:  Cats are typically not dependent on humans? 
  S1:  Yes, they are (typically) not. 
  S2: * No, they are. 
 
According to my informants, the declarative question in (15) evokes a positive 
epistemic implicature that the speaker believes that cats are typical animals not 
depending on humans.  Additionally, among my informants, one stated that S2 
needs to say No, they aren’t. to confirm the negation in the question.  To sum up, 
‘yes + negative sentence’ can be used as a response to the negative declarative 
questions, while the use of ‘no + positive sentence’ is restricted to some extent. 
 
2.4.  Interim Summary 
     Thus far, I have investigated the acceptability of the non-canonical response 
forms to the three types of negative questions (NQs): negative interrogative 
questions (NIQs), non-preposed negative questions (NPNQs), and negative 
declarative questions (NDQs).  Below is the table showing the acceptability of the 
two non-canonical response forms ‘yes + negative sentence’ and ‘no + positive 
sentence’ to the three types of negative questions. 
 
Table 1: The acceptability of the two non-canonical response forms to the three 
types of negative questions 
 
     On the basis of our investigations, the answer to the question raised in (5a) 
can be given as follows: 
 
 (16) When are the two non-canonical response forms ‘yes + negative sentence’ 
and ‘no + positive sentence’ available? 
Types of 
NQs 
Answer 
Forms 
NIQs NPNQs NDQs 
p ¬p 
no 
implicature 
¬p p  ¬p 
yes + 
negative 
* * * * ✓ ✓ 
no + 
positive 
* ✓ * ✓ * ✓ 
  ‘Yes + negative sentence’ can be used as a response to only negative 
declarative questions.  On the other hand, ‘no + positive sentence’ can be 
used as a response to negative questions having the negative-biased 
reading. 
 
The particle yes in ‘yes + negative sentence’ seems idiosyncratic.  A possible 
solution to its idiosyncrasy is to distinguish the particle yes in ‘yes + negative 
sentence’ from that in the canonical response form ‘yes + positive sentence’ (see 
also Holmberg (2016), section 5).  As Huddleston and Pullum (2002:882) state, yes 
can also be used as a rejoinder like true, right, exactly, and quite so.  These 
expressions do not work as an answer to a question, but signal confirmatory 
reactions.  Additionally, they can occur with a negative declarative question, as in 
(17), but not with a negative interrogative question, as in (18). 
 
 (17) Q:  John isn’t coming? 
  S:  True. / Right. / That’s right. / Yes. / Yes, he isn’t. 
 (18) Q:  Isn’t John coming? / Is John not coming? 
  S: * True. / Right. / That’s right. / Yes. / Yes, he isn’t. 
 
Declarative questions function to confirm presuppositional contents conveyed in the 
previous context.  However, the utterance of (18Q) is a yes-no question, which 
cannot be true or right; hence, the ungrammaticality of (18S). 
     The remaining question, posited in (5b) in section 1, is now revised as in the 
following: 
 
 (19) How can we theoretically account for the contextual restriction of the 
non-canonical response form ‘no + positive sentence’? 
 
Before tackling the problem, in the next section, I introduce the framework proposed 
by Holmberg (2013), which enables us to theoretically answer the question posited 
in (19). 
 
3.  Theoretical Assumptions: Three Negations Not 
     In a series of his studies, Holmberg (2001, 2007, 2013, 2016) has offered a 
syntactic deletion analysis of polar particles answering to positive and negative 
polar questions.  Holmberg (2013) especially argues that the meaning of the answer 
to negative questions in English depends on the scope of negation in the question.  
He proposes that negation occurs in three different positions in English negative 
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questions, as summarized in (20). 
 
 (20) a.  Highest negation (interpreted outside IP) 
  b.  Middle negation (interpreted inside IP, but sentential scope) 
  c.  Low negation (with vP-scope) 
 
The highest negation is interpreted outside IP, which means that the negation has 
scope outside IP, and does not license a negative polarity item in IP.  This negation 
corresponds to Ladd’s (1981) outer negation case.  The middle negation is 
interpreted inside IP, meaning that the negation has scope inside IP, and therefore 
licenses a negative polarity item in IP.  The low negation is interpreted as an 
element which scopes over vP only. 
     Holmberg (2013) assumes that English yes-no questions like (21a) have the 
following syntactic structure: 
 
 (21) a.  Is he coming? 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     (Holmberg (2013:36)) 
 
In his approach, a Pol(arity) head is located above TP and moves to spec of FocP.  
This position yields a proposition with an open polarity value.  This movement is 
semantically motivated, as is the case with wh-movement of open polarity to spec of 
FocP.  In direct questions, the illocutionary force feature Q encodes the 
requirement that the questionee provide one of the two possible values to the 
focused variable [uPol], that is, either affirmative or negative.  In addition, the 
syntactic structure of a positive response to the question in (21a) can be illustrated, 
as in (22b). 
 
 
 
 
Pol’ 
 
Q 
is+[uPol] 
Foc 
DP 
| 
he 
<is> <he> coming 
FocP 
Foc’ 
PolP 
TP 
<is+[uPol]> 
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 (22) a.  Yes. (= he is coming) 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
     (Holmberg (2013:37)) 
 
The affirmative particle yes is an operator assigning affirmative value to the 
sentence-internal unvalued polarity feature.  In the case of the positive answer to 
the question Is John coming? in (22), the PolP can be deleted, because it can be 
identified with the PolP of the preceding question.4  The boxed portion of the tree 
means that the complement is deleted.  In the case of the positive answer Yes, he is., 
the TP is deleted.  The negative response ‘no + negative sentence’ has the same 
structure, except that no assigns negative value to the sentence-internal unvalued 
polarity feature. 
     In Holmberg’s deletion analysis, the affirmative particle yes must have a 
variable to bind in the answer whose structure is the same as the preceding question.  
This assumption leads to a structural difference between the two positions of 
negation; highest negation and middle negation.  On the basis of the fact that 
negative interrogative questions on the p reading can be answered with the rejoinder 
yes, the value of Pol in the question should be affirmative.  The structure of the 
negative interrogative question on the p reading in (23a) is illustrated in (23b). 
 
 (23) a.  Isn’t John coming, too? 
  b.   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                  
4 Holmberg (2013:37) assumes the following identity condition required for ellipsis in 
answers to yes-no questions. 
 
 (i) The elided constitute must have a salient antecedent which is identical at LF up to 
assignment of values to variables. 
Pol’ 
 
Q 
isn’t 
Foc 
DP 
| 
he 
<is> <he> coming, too 
FocP 
Foc’ 
PolP 
TP 
Aff 
| 
<is> 
FocP 
yes 
[Aff] 
Foc 
DP 
| 
he 
Aff 
 <is> <he> coming 
Foc’ 
PolP Pol’ 
TP φ 
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The highest negation in the question is interpreted in its derived position outside IP, 
and may indeed be base-generated in that position.  The answer therefore does not 
include a negation in the elided PolP.  On the other hand, the value of Pol should be 
negative, because negative interrogative questions on the ¬p reading cannot be 
answered with the rejoinder yes.  Therefore, the middle negation is merged in spec 
of PolP and interpreted inside IP.  The structure of the negative interrogative 
question in (24a) is illustrated in (24b). 
 
 (24) a.  Isn’t he coming, either? 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     (Holmberg (2013:39)) 
 
The same goes for the syntactic structure of negative declarative questions.  In a 
negative declarative question, the value of Pol should be negative, because of the 
unacceptability of the rejoinder yes.  The syntactic structure of negative declarative 
questions like (25a) is illustrated in (25b). 
 
 (25) a.  He doesn’t drink coffee. 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
     (Holmberg (2013:37)) 
 
Given the structure of the question in (24), the structure of the positive rejoinder of 
the question in (24) is illustrated in (26b). 
 
 
 
 
Pol’
 
Q 
isn’t 
Foc
DP
| 
he 
<is> <he> coming, either
FocP
Foc’
PolP
TP 
Neg 
| 
<isn’t>
DP 
| 
he 
Neg 
| 
doesn’t <he> drink coffee
PolP 
Pol’
TP
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 (26) a. # Yes. (= he is coming) 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
     (Holmberg (2013:39)) 
 
In (26), the value of Pol has been assigned to negative in the preceding question.  
Hence, the affirmative operator yes has no variable to bind in the elliptical answer. 
     Next, let us turn to the structure with low negation.  Holmberg (2013) points 
out that a non-preposed negative question is potentially ambiguous.  Consider the 
following example: 
 
 (27) Q:  Is John not coming? 
  S:  Yes. 
    i. Yes, he is coming. 
    ii. Yes/No, he is not coming. 
     (Holmberg (2013:41), with slight modifications) 
 
The positive rejoinder in (27S) is ambiguous between (i) and (ii).  Given its 
ambiguity, Holmberg argues that (27Q) has two structures, either with the middle 
negation or with low negation.  Interestingly enough, the ambiguity between a 
middle negation and low negation reading can be eliminated by the inclusion of an 
adverb, as shown in (28). 
 
 (28) Q:  Does John sometimes not show up for work? 
  S1:  Yes. 
  S2: ? No. 
     (Holmberg (2013:39)) 
 
The affirmative answer confirms the negation in the question, meaning that John 
sometimes does not show up for work.  On the other hand, the bare negative 
answer has the contradictory reading of the negation, that is to say, ‘He always 
shows up for work.’  Based on examples like (28), Holmberg proposes the low 
negation case, where not is interpreted as a constituent negation which scopes over 
FocP 
yes 
[Aff] 
Foc 
DP 
| 
he 
Neg
| 
isn’t
<is> <he> coming either
Foc’ 
PolP Pol’
TP
φ 
☓ 
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vP.  In this case, the structure of the question should have the unvalued polarity 
feature because of the position of the low negation.  The structure of (28Q) is 
illustrated in (29b). 
 
 (29) a.  Does John sometimes not show up for work? 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     (Holmberg (2013:40)) 
 
     To sum up so far, we have overviewed Holmberg’s (2013) proposal that 
negation occurs in three different positions in English negative questions; (i) highest 
negation, (ii) middle negation, and (iii) low negation.  Based on his approach to 
English negative questions, the next section explores the possibility to give a 
theoretical account of the contextual restriction of the non-canonical response form 
‘no + positive sentence.’ 
 
4.  Proposal 
     We are now in position to consider the question raised in (19), which is 
repeated here as (30). 
 
 (30) How can we theoretically account for the contextual restriction of the 
non-canonical response form ‘no + positive sentence’? 
 
To answer the question, I propose the origin of the negative epistemic bias of certain 
negative questions and a new function of no in ‘no + positive sentence,’ as 
summarized in (31). 
 
 (31) a.  The negative epistemic bias of negative questions can be reduced to 
the middle negation.  ‘No + positive sentence’ can be used as a 
non-canonical response to the negative questions with the middle 
negation. 
 
Pol’
 
Q 
does+[uPol] 
Foc DP 
| 
John
not show up for work
FocP Foc’
PolP
TP
 [uPol] T 
vP 
VP 
sometimes 
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  b.  No in ‘no + positive sentence’ has the effect of reversing the value of 
Polarity from negative to affirmative. 
 
We have seen in section 2 that when it can be answered with ‘no + positive sentence,’ 
a negative question has a negative-biased reading.  In accordance with the three 
different positions of negation not, we can recapitulate the acceptability of the 
non-canonical response forms to the negative questions, as shown in Table 2 below: 
 
Table 2: The non-canonical response forms to the negative questions with the three 
types of negation 
 
 
Based on Holmberg’s (2013) framework, we assume that the negative declarative 
question in (15), which is repeated in (32a), involves the low negation, which scopes 
over vP only.  The syntactic structure of (32a) is illustrated in (32b). 
 
 (32) a.  Cats are typically not dependent on humans? (= (15Q)) 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
As seen in (28), inserting an adverb in a negative question induces the low negation 
reading.  As is the case with (28), the adverb typically is inserted in the negative 
declarative question in (32a), indicating that not is interpreted as the low negation.  
In addition, since the question in (32a) can be answered with the positive rejoinder 
yes as we have seen in (15), the polarity feature is valued as affirmative. 
Types of 
NQs 
Answer  
Forms 
NIQs NPNQs NDQs 
high 
neg 
middle
neg 
low  
neg 
middle 
neg 
low 
neg 
middle
neg 
yes + negative 
* 
(9) 
* 
(7) 
* 
(11) 
* 
(12) 
✓ 
(15) 
✓ 
(14) 
no + positive 
* 
(9) 
✓ 
(7) 
* 
(11) 
✓ 
(12) 
* 
(15) 
✓ 
(13) 
Pol’
DP 
| 
cats 
not dependent on humans 
PolP 
TP
Aff 
| 
are 
T 
vP
VP
typically 
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     If my investigation is correct, then in the negative questions which can be 
answered with ‘no + positive sentence,’ negative value is assigned to the 
sentence-internal unvalued polarity feature.  However, the non-canonical response 
form ‘no + positive sentence’ has an affirmative feature.  Thus, no in ‘no + positive 
sentence’ should have the effect of reversing the value of Pol from negative to 
affirmative (cf. Farkas and Roelofsen (2012)).5  In my analysis, the syntactic 
structure of ‘no + positive sentence’ like (33a) is illustrated in (33b). 
 
 (33) a.  No, he is. 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(33a) is the response to the negative interrogative question Isn’t John coming 
(either)?.  In (33b), the reverse-affirmative particle no with Rev(erse) operates on 
the polarity-chain, reversing its value to affirmative.  In light of the 
reverse-affirmative particle, it is reasonable to claim that the middle negation in the 
                                                  
5 One might think that the idea of the reversing affirmative particle is an ad hoc one.  
However, it is not unique to English.  In fact, the reversing affirmative particle can be found in, 
for example, Swedish, as exemplified in (i). 
 
 (i) Q:  Kom Johan inte i tid? 
    came Johan not on time 
    ‘Did Johan not come on time?’ 
  S: * Ja. 
    yes 
    ‘(Lit.) Yes, he came on time.’ 
  S’:  Nej. 
    no 
    ‘No. (= He didn’t come on time.)’ 
  S”:  Jo. 
    yes 
    ‘(Lit.) No, he did come on time. 
     (Holmberg (2013:43)) 
 
In Swedish, a negative reply to a negative question confirms the negation.  To contradict the 
negation, Swedish uses jo reversing the value of Polarity from negative to affirmative. 
FocP 
no 
[Rev]
Foc 
DP
| 
he 
Neg
↓ 
Aff 
| 
is 
<is> <he> coming 
Foc’
PolP
Pol’
TP
φ
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question, which assigns negative value to the polarity feature, is a necessary 
condition for no[Rev] to reverse the negative value to the affirmative one. 
     As shown in this section, we can successfully account for why ‘no + positive 
sentence’ can be used as a response only to the negative questions including the 
middle negation.  The next section provides two pieces of evidence for the 
reversing affirmative particle no. 
 
5.  Supporting Evidence 
     Supporting evidence for the reversing-affirmative particle no includes a 
linguistic fact that just the TP (or VP) is elided in the response form ‘no + positive 
sentence.’  Interestingly, the rejoinder no to a negative question with the middle 
negation is interpreted only as a negative answer to the question, as exemplified in 
(34). 
 
 (34) Q:  Isn’t John coming either? 
  S:  No. (= No, he isn’t coming. / *No, he is coming.) 
 
It should be noticed here that in the affirmative response to a negative question with 
the middle negation, the PolP is not elided, as shown in (35). 
 
 (35) Q:  Isn’t John coming (either)? 
  S:  Yes #(, he is). 
     (= (25a)) 
 
Given the unacceptability of (35S), it can be safely said that when the polarity 
feature of the response is different from that of the question, it should be marked, 
that is to say, the TP/VP should be pronounced.  The same goes for (34S).  Since 
the reverse-affirmative particle no reverses the value of Pol from negative to 
affirmative, the TP/VP cannot be elided. 
     Another piece of evidence comes from the interpretation of ‘no + positive 
sentence.’  In my analysis, ‘no + positive sentence’ can be used as a response to 
negative questions including the middle negation, which is responsible for a 
negative epistemic bias of the speaker, to emphasize that the proposition is true.  
Thus, we can predict that reversing the value of Pol from negative to positive 
induces a focused reading of the polarity of ‘no + positive sentence,’ which is well 
known as verum focus (López and Winkler (2000), Romero and Han (2004), 
Gutzmann and Castroviejo (2011), Nagata and Honda (2017), among others).  The 
verum operator is instantiated by, for example, do insertion or what is known as 
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emphatic do in English, as exemplified in (36). 
 
 (36) A:  I wonder whether Carl has finished his book. 
  B:  Carl did finish his book. 
     (Gutzmann and Castroviejo (2011:144)) 
 
In dialog (36), where the speaker A questions the current status of Carl’s book 
project, the speaker B can use focal stress on the auxiliary did to realize verum and 
thereby highlight the truth of the proposition that Carl has finished his book.  Given 
that emphatic do instantiates verum focus, it is reasonable to assume that the 
auxiliary do or be in the answer ‘no + positive sentence’ can also instantiate verum 
focus.  In fact, we have seen the attested example of ‘no + positive sentence’ 
including the emphatic do in section 1, which is repeated in (37). 
 
 (37)  “There is fried egg on the kitchen table.” 
   “Fried egg?” 
   “Don’t you like it?” 
   “No, I do love it.” 
     (= (8)) 
 
Interestingly enough, if the response in (37) does not have the auxiliary do, it can be 
paraphrased into “No, I don’t.  I love it.”  Thus, the emphatic do in (37) is 
necessary for the particle no to be interpreted as the reversing affirmative particle. 
     In addition to the emphatic do, Romero and Han (2004) claim that verum 
focus can also be instantiated by the adverb really in English.  In our reversing 
affirmative particle analysis, we can predict that if no in ‘no + positive sentence’ 
evokes verum focus, then the non-canonical answer No, X is. can be paraphrased 
into No, X really is.  This prediction is borne out by the example in (38).   
 
 (38) Q:  Isn’t John coming either? 
  S:  No, he is. 
    = No, he really is. 
 
     One might think that what induces a focused reading of the polarity of the 
answer is a change of the polarity feature from negative to affirmative.  However, 
this is not the case:  according to my informants, applying do insertion to a positive 
answer to a negative question like (39) is judged to be infelicitous. 
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 (39) Q:  People didn’t use the internet to get news and exchange views about 
the election. 
  S1: # Yes, they DID use it. 
  S2:  No, they DID use it. 
     (Samko (2016:141), my informants’ judgment) 
 
If the verum focus were motivated by the change of the polarity feature, the answer 
in (39S1) would be acceptable in the same way as that in (39S2).  Hence, these 
linguistic facts adduce supporting evidence for the reversing affirmative no.  In the 
light of verum focus, the syntactic structure of ‘no + positive sentence’ like (40a) 
can now be revised as in (40b). 
 
 (40) a.  No, he is. 
  b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The particle no[Rev] functions to reverse the value of the polarity feature to 
affirmative, assigning the focus feature [+F] to Pol. 
     In sum, this section has shown that no in ‘no + positive sentence’ has the 
effect of reversing the value of Pol from negative to affirmative.  The evidence 
comes from the unacceptability of the rejoinder no[Rev] and a focused reading of the 
polarity of ‘no + positive sentence.’ 
 
6.  Consequences 
     Finally, let us briefly consider two consequences resulting from the discussion 
so far.  First, the present analysis assumes that the use of ‘no + positive sentence’ is 
triggered by the middle negation in negative questions, which is responsible for a 
negative epistemic bias of the questioner.  Taking a pragmatic perspective on this 
assumption, we can safely say that the use of ‘no + positive sentence’ is triggered by 
a pragmatic inference that the interrogator believes or expects that the negative 
FocP 
no 
[Rev]
Foc 
DP
| 
he 
Neg
↓ 
Aff 
| 
is 
[+F]
<is> <he> coming 
Foc’
PolP
Pol’
TP
φ
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proposition is true.  In fact, we can easily find the attested data where the particle 
no used with a positive sentence despite the absence of a negative question.  
Consider the following example: 
 
 (41) Imus: Well, I think so.  I thought going down to Little Rock was a dumb 
thing to do, except I was talking to a guy down there, Bill Victory 
― I don’t know if you know him or not ― a political guy down 
there.  He said he was, you know, he was really well received and 
he was on the front page of the “New York Times” this morning 
with the now-fat governor.  Have you seen ― do you know 
Governor Huckabee? 
  King: Yes.  I like Governor Huckabee. 
  Imus: He’s a great guy. 
  King: Great guy.  He has gained a little weight. 
  Imus: Oh, man.  And he’s a guy who really loves Jesus. 
  King: I know. 
  Imus: No, he does. 
  King: Yes, he’s sincere. 
     (COCA) 
 
In (41), King responds to Imus’s state that Governor Huckabee is an earnest 
Christian with saying ‘I know,’ and Imus interprets King’s response as parrying his 
statement.  In this case, Imus needs to strongly deny his belief that Governor 
Huckabee does not love Jesus, and therefore uses ‘no + positive sentence’ to 
highlight the truth of the proposition that Governor Huckabee loves Jesus. 
     Second, we have seen that ‘no + positive sentence’ can be used as a response 
to the negative questions including the middle negation.  There are cases, however, 
where the non-canonical response is judged to be infelicitous.  Consider the 
following example: 
 
 (42) [Bob is an elementary school student.  His mother always tells him that he 
has to do his homework before he plays a video game.  When she entered 
his room, he was playing a video game.  There were a homework sheet 
and a notebook on the desk.  She checked the notebook, but there was no 
answer to the homework questions in it.] 
  Mom: Come on, Bob.  Haven’t you finished your homework yet?  How 
many times do I have to tell you get on with it?  You are very 
lazy! 
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  Bob: # No, I have!  Check the notebook in my bag. 
 
A pragmatic perspective can provide a possible account of this case.  It should be 
noticed here that the purpose of the underlined utterance is not to ask whether or not 
Bob has finished his homework, but to indirectly blame him for leaving his 
homework.  In this case, the proposition that he has not finished his homework yet 
is a presupposition for his mother to blame him.  We have seen that ‘no + positive 
sentence’ functions to deny the interrogator’s belief or expectation that the negative 
answer is true and to highlight the truth of the proposition.  Since the negation 
cannot target the presupposition (cf. Levinson (1983)), Bob’s response to the 
underlined utterance is judged to be infelicitous. 
 
7.  Conclusion 
     The non-canonical response forms ‘yes + negative sentence’ and ‘no + 
positive sentence’ can be used to certain English negative questions.  We have 
addressed the two questions of when they are available and how we can theoretically 
account for it.  Adopting the three types of negation not proposed by Holmberg 
(2013), we have a possible answer to each question.  First, ‘yes + negative sentence’ 
can be used only to the negative declarative questions, whereas ‘no + positive 
sentence’ can be used to the negative questions with the middle negation.  Second, 
the particle yes in ‘yes + negative sentence’ is distinguished from that in the 
canonical affirmative response.  It can be classified into rejoinders such as true, 
right, exactly, and quite so, signaling confirmatory reactions.  On the other hand, 
the particle no in ‘no + positive sentence’ differs from that in the canonical negative 
response, in having the effect of reversing the value of Pol from negative to 
affirmative.  The effect of “reverse-affirmative” leads to the two consequences.  
First, the value reversed from negative to affirmative must be spelled out, which is 
borne out by the linguistic fact that in the case only VP is elided.  Second, 
reversing the value from negative to affirmative is driven by the middle negation 
leading to the negative epistemic bias.  Since the questioner presupposes the 
negative proposition ¬p, it is effective for the questionee to focus on the polarity 
value.  Thus, the auxiliary verb in the ‘no + positive sentence’ can realize verum 
focus. 
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